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Abstract
Bullying represents a stringent problem in schools worldwide. Considering the negative impact on those involved, it becomes 
mandatory to assess the extent of these behaviours. The present study aims to indentify the prevalence of bullying involvement 
(as bully, victim and bully-victim), and their trends over time among a representive Romanian schoolchildren sample. Social 
determinants (age, gender, and family affluence) are also considered. The findings suggest and overall decreasing trend for 
bullying involvement in Romanian schools (2006 vs 2014). Gender and age difference were indentified. The results are 
interpreted through specific cultural lens, as well as international trends.
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1. Introduction
School violence represents a social worldwide problem (Clarke and Kiselica, 1997). Even though the school as 
an institution should foster the positive development of the young individuals, there are cases when negative events 
take place in this environment. Among the behaviours associated with school violence, in the last four decades a 
central interest from the research community and media has been directed towards analyzing bullying behaviours
(Cosma& Baban, 2013). Bullying involvement is defined as: ‘a student is being bullied or victimized when he or she 
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is exposed repeatedly and over time to negative action on the part of one or more other students’ (Olweus,1999, p. 
10). Asymmetry of power, repetition and intention to harm the other had been identified to be the key features that 
differentiate bullying behaviours from other violent acts (Olweus, 1993). It is not bullying when there is a conflict 
between two persons of the same physical or mental strength (Smith et al., 1999).
The extent of the problem has been well charted and disseminated in different countries and societies. Several 
national and international surveys offer the opportunity to understand the magnitude, the correlates, and 
consequences of this social problem. One of these surveys, Health Behavior in School-Aged Children (HBSC- a
WHO collaborative study) uses a shared methodology across 44 countries in order to gather data on several health 
behaviours in school aged children. The HBSC mandatory questionnaire assesses several dimensions of child and 
adolescent life, ranging from relations with family, friends, school, family’s socio-economic status, life satisfaction, 
physical activity, positive health, to sexual behaviours and sexual activity, alcohol and drug consumption, and so on. 
Among the health behaviours investigated, an important interest is directed towards school violence, and especially, 
school bullying (Cosma & Baban, 2013).
According to the latest international report (Currie et al., 2012) the cross-national profile of bullying and 
victimization among school-aged children from countries included in 2009/2010 survey were analyzed. According 
to HBSC 2010 survey results, for bullying others the results across the countries surveyed showed a significant 
increase between 11 to 15 years olds for both genders, with a peak only in some countries for 13 old students (e.g. 
Romania, Slovakia, and Estonia). For being bullied, a systematic decrease with growing was observed in most 
countries (Curie et al., 2012). More specifically, for bullying others the estimates ranged from 8.6 % to 45.2% for 
boys, and from 4.8 % to 35.8 % for girls. On the other hand, the average rates of being bullied across the study 
varies from 9.8% of the 15 years old boys and 7.3% of the 15 years old girls to 14.3% of the 11 years old boys and 
11.4% of the 11 years old girls. Moreover, the average estimates within the countries for being bullied ranged from 
2.8% to 31.9% for boys and from 1.7% to 27.1% for girls. The highest rates of bullying and victimization were 
reported by children from Baltic countries (Lithuania, Latvia), and the lowest rates were reported by children from 
Nordic countries. Globally, boys reported significant higher rates of bullying involvement in all countries. 
Analyzing the bullying victimization trends at cross-country level, a decrease in prevalence by age in 30 of 40 
(boys) and 25 of 39 (girls) countries was observed. Using the data set from same survey, Molcho et al., (2009) 
analyzed the time trend of bullying behaviours within a 12 years period (1994-2006, four HBSC survey cycles). 
Their conclusions illustrate the fact that the exposure to bullying varied across countries included in the HBSC 
survey, but a decrease was observed in the involvement in bullying behaviours between 1993/94 to 2005/06 in most 
countries. This decreasing pattern has a consistent tendency in Western and most of the Eastern European countries.
A special pattern emerged in the English speaking countries where an increase (England, Scotland, Wales, 
Ireland and Canada) or no change in prevalence of bullying behaviours (USA) was observed. Moreover, 
investigating the time trends (from 2002 to 2010) for bullying victimization across 33 countries included in the 
international HBSC study, Chester et al., (2015) observed an overall decreasing trend for occasional and chronic 
bullying victimization across several countries. These findings could be partially explained by the development of 
specific national policies that tackle school bullying and violence, but also by the development and implementation 
of whole school evidence based prevention and intervention programs (Molcho et al., 2009, Chester et al., 2015).
The research literature has succeeded in the past decades to offer a general overview of the socio-demographic 
variables that characterize bullying behavior among school-aged children (Currie et al., 2012, Due et al., 2009). 
Several studies indicate that boys tend to have higher levels of involvement in physical, verbal and even 
cyberbullying compared to girls (Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009; Levingstone & Haddon, 2009). A less consistent 
pattern has been observed for bullying victimization (Currie et al., 2012). A constant trend related age emerged, with 
the highest levels of involvement in bullying for students aged 11 years old (Currie et al., 2008, 2011) or soon after 
school transitions (from primary to secondary school) (Smith, 2014). Moreover, the link between low socio-
economic status (SES) and bullying involvement among school-aged children have been thoroughly investigated. 
Several studies reported significant associations between low SES (e.g. economic disadvantage, poverty, low 
parental occupation) and being victim, being bully or bully-victim (Lemstra, Nielsen, Rogers, Thompson, Moraros, 
2012; Bowes et al., 2009; Glew, Fan, Katon, Rivara, Kernic, 2005), while other studies find no association (e.g. 
Veenstra et al., 2005). In their meta-analysis where they investigated the association between roles in school 
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bullying and measures of SES, Tippett and Wolke (2014) report an overall weak association. The strongest effects 
were identified for victims (odds ratio [OR] = 1.40; 95% confidence interval [CI] = 1.24, 1.58) and bully-victims 
(OR = 1.54; 95% CI = 1.36, 1.74).
Compared to the situation in other countries, bullying behaviours among Romanian school aged children have 
started to be investigated only recently in a structured manner (Cosma & Baban, 2013; Cosma, Balazsi & Baban, 
2015). International surveys such as HBSC or EU-Kid offer a general cross-cultural overview of the prevalence of 
these behaviours in different periods (Currie et al., 2012, Levingstone & Haddon, 2009). Romania is one of the 
countries with the highest rates of students’ involvement in bullying episodes in Europe (Currie et al., 2012). Thus, 
from a public health and evidence based intervention perspective, it is important to study the time changes 
associated with these behaviours in order to offer a better understanding of the phenomenon and to offer the 
foundation for developing future preventive strategies. This study aims to identify the prevalence of bullying 
involvement (as bully, victim, or bully victim) among Romanian school aged children. Secondly, we aim to 
investigate the overall trend for bullying involvement among Romanian school aged children according to HBSC 
data from 2006, 2010, and 2014 (for bully, victims, and bully-victims).  Thirdly, we aim to identify how gender, 
age, and socio-economic status are associated with bullying involvement across a 10 years period (from 2006 to 
2014).
2. Methodology
The analysis is based on data from the Romanian part of the ‘Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children (HBSC): 
A WHO Collaborative Cross-national Study’. The aim of the HBSC study is to describe young people’s health and
health behavior and to analyze how these outcomes are related to the social context where they live. Cross-sectional 
surveys of 11-, 13- and 15-year-old adolescents are carried out every four years in a growing number of countries 
based on an internationally agreed protocol. So far, in Romania three surveys cycles had been undertaken. The data 
is part of the Romanian HBSC survey data 2006-2014 (years of data collection: 2006, 2010, and 2014). All three 
surveys used identical protocols considering the characteristics of the target group, the sampling method, and data 
collection protocol. In each of the three surveys, the included sample  was representative for the students enrolled in 
Romanian pre-university school system for the age categories included and it was based on systematic cluster 
sampling (schools), stratified by administrative district (and type of school (high school and or elementary school). 
A parental passive informed consent, an active consent from students and schools were used in all three surveys. 
The study received the ethical approval from the Ethical Commission from the Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj 
Napoca, Romania.
Data collection was based on using a standardized questionnaire within the HBSC network. A standard core of 
items had been used in each survey cycle in order to facilitate the analysis of trends for several behavioural
dimensions. Trained research assistants and field operators administrated the questionnaires in the classrooms during 
school program. A standard administration procedure was used across all three surveys. The students were assured 
of the confidentiality of the information they provide and were informed that they could withdraw from the study 
anytime during the completion of the questionnaire. After completion, students were asked to put the questionnaire 
in an envelope and hand it in to the research assistant/field operator present.
2.1 Participants
The numbers of sampled schools were 109 in 2006, 153 in 2010 and 150 in 2015. The existing international 
HBSC research protocol states that only 11, 13 and 15-year old students are to be included in the study. Data 
collection took place in springtime of each year. The study was totally anonymous and thus it was not possible to 
conduct an individual non-response analysis. Age and sex distributions of participants were similar across the three 
surveys. A total of 14068 students were included in the final sample (47.5% boys and 52.5% girls) with an age range 
from 11 to 15 years old. The basic socio-demographic characteristics of the sample are included in Table 1.
2.2 Instruments
Bullying Behaviours questions about bullying experiences were derived from Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire 
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(1999). Involvement in bullying episodes as perpetrator was assessed by one question that asked respondents to 
report the frequency with which they bullied others in school and away from school in the last 2 months. Similarly, 
being bullied was assessed by one question were respondents had to report the frequency with which they were 
bullied in school and away from school in the last 2 months. Response categories offered for both questions were (1) 
"I haven't  .  .  . ,"; (2) "once or twice,"; (3) "two or three times in the last week"; (4)"about once a week," and (5) 
"several times a week”. In agreement with the recommendations of the questionnaire developer on prevalence 
estimation, the 5-point questions were dichotomized so that responses 1 and 2 were 0 (not bullied/ haven’t been 
bullying others) and responses 3 to 5 were scored as 1 (bullied/ been bullying others) (Due et al., 2009). Moreover, a 
bully-victim category was formed by the students who have answered that they have been bullied and had been 
bullying others more than 2 or 3 times in the last week.
Perceived family wealth was measured using the HBSC Family Affluence Scale (FAS). The FAS was comprised of 
four items: ‘‘Does your family have a car or a van’’ (0 no, 1 yes, one; 2 two or more), ‘‘Do you have your own 
bedroom for yourself?’’  (0 no, 1 yes), ‘‘During the past 12 months, how many times did you travel away on holiday 
(vacation) with your family?’’ (0 not at all, 1 once, 2 twice, 3 more than twice), and, ‘‘How many computers does 
your family own?’’ (0 none, 1 one, 2 two, 3 more than two). Added together, these items produced a score that 
ranged from 0 (lowest affluence) to 7 (highest affluence) (Elgar, Craig, Boyce, Morgan, & Vella-Zarb, 2009). In the 
next phase, we created a categorical variable, where FAS was re-coded as it follows low affluence=0–2, medium 
affluence =3–4, and high affluence=5–7 (Due et al., 2009).
2.3 Data analysis
In the first phase, categorical dummy variables were computed according to the international cut-off points. In 
order to investigate the evolution of bullying involvement for Romanian school aged children, time trends for the 
involvement in bullying behaviours as bully, victim or bully-victim were estimated by using binary logistic 
regression models. We included in the model the survey year (2006, 2010, 2014) as a categorical dummy variable, 
with the survey from 2006 as a referent category. The descriptive and trends analysis was done separately for both 
genders.
For the second objective of the present study, six binary logistic models were computed. The results are 
presented as Odds Ratio and 95% confidence intervals. For each outcome (being bullied, being bully and being a 
bully-victim), the first regression analysis model investigated the role played by the socio-demographic variables in 
the total variance of the outcome (Model 1, 3, 6). In the second step (Model 2, 4, 6) survey year was included as 
predictor. All analyses were done by using IBM-SPSS, version 20.
3. Results
Table 2 presents the prevalence of being bullied, bullying others and bully-victim by gender and the three survey 
years. Overall, there has been an increase in prevalence from 2006 to 2010 for all three categories of behaviour. The 
increase was significant only for the bully others and bully victim category. From 2010 to 2014 it was registered a 
significant decrease. The overall trend indicates a significant decrease for all three-group categories from 2006 to 
2010. When analyzing the prevalence by gender, a constant gender difference emerged. Across all behaviours and 
survey years, boys reported significantly higher rates on involvement than girls (p<.05). Specific for each gender, 
for all behaviours the overall trend from 2006 to 2014 has significantly decreased, even if a significant increase 
emerged for both genders for bullying others and bully-victim category from 2006 to 2010.
With the exception of being bullied and bully-victim category in 2006 where 11-year olds reported the highest 
prevalence, in rest it were the 13-year olds across all behaviours and survey years reported the highest rates of 
involvement. A decrease from 2006 to 2014 was observed in the involvement in bullying behaviours for each age 
category. For being bullied and bully-victim status, the rates of involvement reported by the 15-year olds
participants are lower than the ones reported by the 11-year olds (14.4% and 3.2% vs. 17.2% and 6.3%) in the same 
survey cycle.
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Table 1. Basic characteristic of the samples included in the study (N=14068).
Survey Year 2006 2010 2014
Sex Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls
N % N % N % N % N % N %
Years old 11 855 52.2 784 47.8 801 49.3 823 50.7 611 48.5 648 51.5
13 674 46.8 766 53.2 800 46.3 926 53.7 621 50.1 619 49.9
15 606 37.8 999 66.2 1046 52.2 956 47.8 633 43.9 809 56.1
FAS Low 815 40.6 1190 48.3 900 36.8 1123 43.3 572 33.1 799 40.1
Medium 883 44 1014 41.2 1015 41.5 1036 39.9 793 45.9 824 41.4
High 310 15.4 260 10.6 532 21.7 435 16.8 392 21 368 18.5
Total 2135 45.6 2549 54.4 2671 49.4 2733 50.6 1880 48.2 2100 51.6
For students who bully other students, the involvement rate reported by the 15-year olds is higher than the one 
reported by the 11-year olds in all three survey cycles (e.g. 24.8% vs. 21.6% in 2010 or 16% vs. 12.8% in 2014). 
Considering the specific roles (bully, victim or bully-victim), the highest prevalence across the three surveys was 
reported by the schoolchildren who bully other children. On the other hand, in 2010 more than one out of 10 from of 
the 13-year olds students indicated that they have been simultaneously being bullied and bullying others (12%).





% OR (95%CI) % OR  (95%CI) % OR (95%CI)
Being 
Bullied
2006 16.5% (Ref.) 20.2% (Ref.) 13.4% (Ref.)
2010 17% 1.05 (.94-1.17) 19.6% 1 (.87- 1.16) 14.6% 1.1 (.94-1.28)
2014 11.5% .65 (.57-.73) 14.3% .66 (56-79) 8.9% .62 (.51-.75)
Bully 
others
2006 23% (Ref.) 28.3% (Ref.) 18.8% (Ref.)
2010 25.6% 1.11 (1.01-1.22) 30.5% 1.09 (.96-1.24) 20.9% 1.13 (.99-1.3)
2014 16% .612 (.54-.68) 21.3% .67 (.58-.78) 11.2% .53 (.44- .62)
Bully/
victim
2006 7.9% (Ref.) 10.3% (Ref.) 5.9% (Ref.)
2010 8.9% 1.14 (.99-1.32) 11% 1.09 (.96- 1.24) 6.8% 1.16 (.93-1.45)
2014 5.1% .618 (.51-.74) 7.2% .67 (.58-.78) 3.3% .52 (.39-.70)
aLogistic regression models adjusted for age. The OR’s in the column total are adjusted for age and gender;
bSignificant gender difference for all prevalence reported (boys significantly reported higher involvement rates than girls).
Model 3 illustrates the predictors for bullying others category. Specifically, with increasing age, there was an 
increase in the odds for being a bully (OR=1.49, 95% CI=1.34-1.66 for 13-year olds and OR=1.17, 95% CI=1.06-
1.31 for 15-year olds). Also, having a high family affluence increased the likelihood for being a bully (OR=1.16, 
95% CI=1.03-1.31). On the other hand, being a girl decreased with .56 the chance for bullying others (OR=.56, 95% 
CI=.51-.61). When adding the survey year into the model, the explained variance increases from 0.029 to 0.044 
(Model 4). Compared to 2006, the prevalence of victimization significantly decreased with 0.59 (OR=0.66, 95% 
CI=.58-.76). The prediction model for bully-victim role shares many similarities with the model for being bullied 
(Model 5). The overall model explains 0.041 of variance for being a bully-victim (Model 6).
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Table 3. Prediction models for bullying involvement (as bully, victim, and bully victim) by sociodemographic 
predictors and survey year.
Being bullied Bullying others Bully-Victim
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
11 years old (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.)
13 years old 1.03** 1.03** 1.49** 1.51** 1.1 1.1
15 years old .57** .57** 1.18** 1.18* .57** .58**
Boys (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.)
Girls .62** .62** .56** .56** .52** .52**
FAS low (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.)
FAS medium .78** .78** .93 .95 .60** .71**
FAS high .72** .72** 1.16* 1.2* .82* .83*
HBSC 2006 (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.) (Ref.)
HBSC 2010 1.05 1.09 1.13
HBSC 2014 .66** .59** .63**
Negelkerke R2 .031 .039 .029 .044 .033 .041
* < 0.05 and ** < 0.001 - significant OR values at .05 and .01 levels
4. Discussions and conclusion
The present study aimed to identify the prevalence of bullying involvement among Romanian school aged 
children across three measurements (in 2006, 2010, and 2014). Moreover, we aimed to analyze the overall trend 
from 2006 to 2014 for bullying others, being bullied and being bully-victim, and to investigate the role played by the 
socio-demographic in the prevalence of investigated behaviours. Overall, bullying involvement prevalence (as 
victim, bully, and bully-victim) has decreased among Romanian school aged children from 2006 to 2014, but a 
significant increase from 2006 to 2010 was observed. Considering the international HBSC data as a comparison 
point, in 2006 and 2010 the Romanian school aged children had reported higher prevalence than the HBSC average 
(Curie et al., 2008, Curie et al., 2012).
Even if the international literatures reports an overall decreasing trend form the entrance to secondary school as 
children move into adolescence (Rigby, 2002), the trend observed for Romanian school aged children seems to be 
different. The peak for bullying involvement is reached around the age of 13-year old. Either for being a victim or 
for being a bully, students who are 13-year olds have significantly higher probability of being victim or bully or this 
trend remains constant across all three surveys (2006, 2010, 2014). Since the study did not measure if the student 
who bullies them was in the same class as the victim, it could be that older children could bully younger children. 
Smith et al., (1999) in their quest to explain why bullying victimization has a downward trend between ages 8-16
year olds found that younger children were most often bullied by older children in their school and that these 
children  still have not acquired the social assertiveness skills to deal efficiently with bullying incidents. On the 
other hand, peer nomination data does not necessarily support such a clear downward trend for bullying 
victimization (Salmivalli, 2002). The fact that the lowest levels of involvement as victims and bully-victims were 
registered for the 15-year olds could indicate that either by this age they have developed better conflict resolution 
and prevention strategies, or that they are becoming more aware of this phenomenon than their younger 
counterparts. Other explanation could be that they are not that prone anymore to disclose their involvement in these 
events or that bullying behaviours have moved from face to face interactions to online and digital interactions 
(Kowalaski et al., 2014) On the other hand, a different pattern emerged for the students 15-year olds for who bully 
others. The prevalence reported by this group is significantly higher than the ones reported by the 11-year olds. Next 
surveys should show if this pattern remains stable.
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The research literature has offered several explanations for the age variation in bullying involvement. Once the 
children grow older, the development of their psychological, cognitive, social and physical skills improves (Craig et 
al., 2009). Also soon after school transitions (elementary to middle school, and middle to high school), the 
prevalence of bullying behaviours tends to increase (Craig et al., 2009). Other possible explanation for the observed 
decreasing trend could be attributable to the emerging use of technologies and media by the new generations of 
young people. This could create the premises to transfer the face-to-face conflict to electronic and digital media 
harassment and bullying. Several studies support the decrease of traditional victimization and the increase of 
cyberbullying victimization (i.e. Rigby & Smith, 2011).
Even if other studies identified that a low SES might represent a risk factor for being victimized (either 
traditional or cyberbullying) (Tippett and Wolke, 2014), our data does not support these findings. Our results 
indicate that for the bully group, a higher family affluence was associated with 1.2 more times probability for 
bullying others (OR=1.2, 95% CI=1.06-1.35). Other findings support the idea that increases in prevalence of being 
bullied was associated with lower family affluence levels (Currie et al., 2012). Across all three bullying involvement 
measurements, a constant gender pattern emerged; boys indicated higher levels of involvement. This result comes in 
line with previous findings (Currie et al., 2012; Cook et al., 2010). Moreover, there is a consistent evidence showing 
that boys are more likely to be involved in physical bullying, whereas girls tend to be more prone to engage in 
relational or social bullying (i.e. Besag, 2006). On the other hand, other studies found a significant higher victim 
rates for girls compared to boys (EU Kids Online, Livingstone & Haddon, 2009). 
The Romanian Parliament has voted in 2007 the National Strategy for Reducing School Violence (Anexa la 
OMECT nr. 1409/29.06.2007). According to this law, each school unit has to design and implement monthly 
activities that aim to reduce violence in their schools. Moreover, each school has to make periodic reporting 
regarding the incidence of violent behaviours in their school setting. Considering the trends evolution, it might be 
possible that its effects had become visible just after 2010. The schools might have developed more control and a 
tradition of dealing with violent behaviours in school setting. The Romanian Parliament has voted new law against 
violence in school context in January 2015. An overall drawback that could be attributable to the present laws that 
aim to regulate violent behaviours in Romanian school system is represented by the fact that all these legal and 
policy measures tackle violence in school setting in general (fighting, physical violence, weapon carrying, etc.). 
They do not recognize bullying behaviours as a class of separate violent behaviour that would need a different 
regulation and separate intervention programs. Moreover, the decline observed in the bullying involvement trend of 
bullying involvement could also be explained by the several interventions that took place at school level. On the 
other hand, according to the WHO Global Status Report on Violence Prevention 2014, Romania has specific 
policies and national action plans aimed to tackle youth violence and bullying prevention programs are being 
implemented at large scale (WHO, 2014).
The present trends analysis suggests that overall, from 2006 to 2014, the prevalence of bullying behaviours in 
Romanian schools has significantly declined.  It is beyond the aim of the present article to identify the reasons for 
this evolution, but we assume that specific school level interventions, combined with a higher awareness from the 
main stakeholders involved (from policy makers, school units, to parents and students) towards this phenomenon 
could be accountable for the identified trend. Even if the decreased trend could be seen as a positive societal and 
cultural outcome, the rates reported by the schoolchildren remain incredibly high. For example, more than one in 10 
students said they had been bullying other students more than two times in the past couple of months, with one in 
five boys reporting the same outcome. 
Having in mind the characteristics of Romanian school system and the evolution of the involvement in bullying 
behaviours among the school aged children, it becomes a necessity to develop evidence based bullying prevention 
school programs. These programs should be based on studies that take into account the latest results from 
fundamental and epidemiologic research, but also to incorporate specific social and cultural aspects. A recent meta-
analysis concludes that the most efficient methods to reduce bullying involvement among school-aged children are: 
implementing intensive programs (more than 6 months); organizing constant parents meetings; the use of firm 
disciplinary methods, and having improved adult playground supervision during breaks (Ttofi and Farrington, 
2011). Moreover, as the new WHO strategy for violence prevention indicates, each country should invest more in 
collecting national representative data in order to monitor the evolution of interpersonal violence, and to inform 
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future intervention (WHO, 2014). A need to develop and implement evidence-based intervention becomes 
imperative in the quest to reduce the involvement of young people in violent behaviours in general and bullying in 
particular.
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